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CHEYENNE STREAM NAMES 

By GEORGE BIRD GRINNELL 

In primitive America descriptive names were applied to physio- 
graphic features. A valley might be named from some animal 
abundant about it, a butte or a mountain from its shape, a river 
from the taste of its waters, from the trees that grew by it, or from 
some historical event that had happened near its banks ; in other 
words, among the Indians each place-name had its meaning. 

In the West these meanings have in some cases been preserved 
in translation — the only practical way, since the Indian term is 
often too long and its pronunciation too difficult for the average white 
man. Over much of the United States, however, place-names are 
to the last degree commonplace. Athens, Rome, and Utica for 
cities, Olympus and the Matterhorn for mountain peaks, Smith's river 
and Jones' creek everywhere are familiar enough. 

The names given to geographical features by the Indians of dif- 
erent regions should be recorded, and I present here a number of 
names, with their meanings, given by the Cheyenne Indians to some 
of the rivers in the country over which they formerly ranged. This 
country extended from the Yellowstone southward to and beyond 
the Arkansas, and from the headwaters of the Platte and the Arkan- 
sas eastward to about where the North and South Platte unite and 
the Arkansas is met by the Cimarron. This was the country which 
the Cheyenne regarded as theirs — with the Black hills as its center 
— although it was constantly invaded by the Pawnee from the east, 
by the Blackfeet from the north, by the Crows, Ute, and Shoshoni 
from the west, and by the Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache from the 
south. The Arapaho, their friends and allies from very early times, 
occupied it in common with the Cheyenne. 

In these names the word river (ohe') commonly appears, but this 
is not always the case in Cheyenne, any more than in English. 

It will be observed that in the case of certain rivers, as the Platte 
and the Canadian, the name of the main stream is carried up one of 
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the tributary branches to its head. It will also be noted that in 
several places there are streams of the same name in the country of 
the Northern and the Southern Cheyenne. 

These stream names are offered for what they are worth, in the 
hope that the work may be taken up by other students in the Indian 
field. 

Missouri river: E'dniitd't, 'It gives (us, or the people) fat,' {he- 
yo'm, ' fat ' ; na'niit, ' I give to him ' ) . Usually translated ' greasy. ' 
It is said that long ago, when the Cheyenne first reached Missouri river, 
they found on its banks many recently-drowned fat buffalo. They named 
the river from this welcome food supply. 

Some of the Southern Cheyenne say that when they first saw the Mis- ' 
souri river it was rising, and that great masses or lumps of froth were 
floating down. This foam resembled the froth, i'tav, or ttdw't, which 
formed in the water on their kettles, when boiling pounded bones to ex- 
tract the grease — greasy = ^-^;^/' — and the name was given to the 
stream from these masses of greasy looking foam. 

It is said also that the name was given it because when they first 
reached the river they had found the branches on some of the trees 
greasy, because fat meat had been hung on them ; hence ' greasy timber ' : 
edm' + mata'i. The first derivation is probably the right one. 

Yellowstone river: MdShe'yoe' , 'Elk river' {mo^, 'elk' {moehe' 
pi.), + ohe', ' river '). So called by most of the northern plains tribes, 
from the abundance of elk found in its valley. 

Bighorn river: Xsaiyd'he', 'Sheep river' {kos, 'a wild sheep' 
(kosan' , pi.), \oh^). 

Little Bighorn river : Ksaiycf heky , ' Little Sheep river ' {kos, 
' a wild sheep ' pi. ; + o/ie' + kis, diminutive suffix) . 

Tongue river: Wifanowt'yohe', 'Tongue river {wit'tanowi, pi. 
' tongues,' + oM^. 

Rosebud RIVER : Htntnlyohe' , ' Roseberry river ' {hinUn'^', ' rosebud' + 
oM^. From abundance of wild rose bushes in its bottom. 

Powder river: Paiyd'he'', 'Powder river' {pai, 'gunpowder,' 
'coal,' or any black dust, +ohe'). So named from the seams of lignite 
along its banks. The word is said to have been used for coal (lignite) 
before gunpowder was known. 

Little Powder river : Pai'yohekis, ' Little Powder river ' (as above, 
+ diminutive suffix kis~). 

Crazy Woman's river: Tun' sJitnuwiybhe' , 'Foolish woman river' 
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(Junshinuhk' a, ' foolish woman,' + oh^^. Many years ago a large village 
of Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho were camped on this stream, when on 
the return of a successful war party a scalp dance was held, and in the 
enthusiasm and excitement certain women hitherto above reproach gave 
themselves up to the members of the successful war party. 

Tunshtnuhk'a means strictly a 'dandy,' a 'dude,' a well dressed or 
stylish person, male or female, and conveys also the idea of light-headed- 
ness, lack of balance, likelihood to do foolish things. It is not however 
like massa' , a crazy female, nor like massa'ne, crazy or foolish. The 
idea is not that these women permanently fell from grace, but merely 
acted foolishly, led away by excitement. The belief still exists that if a 
camp is made for any length of time on this river, some of the young 
women are sure to make run-away matches. The Cheyenne declare that 
the Sioux gave it this name, and it is so called by Cheyenne, Sioux, and 
Arapaho. 

Musselshell RIVER : Ihkowdm'iycfhe' , 'Musselshell river' {IhJ^o 
■worn, ' musselshell ' [ Uhw'] , + o/ie' ) . 

Little Missouri river : Wokaihe'yuniofhe, ' Antelope-pit river ' 
{wokai', ' antelope,' + heyun' , ' pit,' + ohe''). It was on this river especi- 
ally that the Cheyenne captured antelope in pitfalls. 

White RIVER : Wohk'pom: 'White water' (wdh'kom, 'white,' + 
ma! pi, ' water ' ) . 

North Platte river: Mtnriit'yohe' , 'Moon Shell river' {min- 
m, 'shell,' i. e. 'moon shell,' circular white shell ornaments obtained 
from traders, +<7^^'). It sounds also like Dove river, from hemin' , 
'dove,' 'pigeon,' pi. kemin'i) ; and doves {Zenaidura macroura') 
abound on the North Platte river ; but in making the sign for the stream 
all Indians make the sign for water and circular ornament. The first 
derivation seems the right one. 

Platte river. (Same as North Platte.) 

South Platte river: WifanVyohe', 'Fat river' {wtt'an, 'fat,' 
'tallow,' +^/^^'). 

Horse creek : Mohl'naamt'yohe' , ' Horse river \mdhi'naam, 'horses/ 
+ ohe'^. 

Lodgepole creek : ObhkoVyohe' , ' Lodge-pole river' (JioohM , 
' lodge-pole, '+ okt). 

Republican RIVER : Md' hohevd' ohe' , ' Red Shield river ' {mahohe'va, 
' Red Shield,' + ohe'). So named because the young men were collected 
there for a meeting of the " Red Shield soldiers." 

Solomon river : MahkVneohe, ' Turkeys creek, ' or ' Creek of Tur- 
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keys' {mah'ki, 'turkey' {mahkl' nto, t^I.), +ohe''). Tributary of Re- 
publican river. Named from the abundance of turkeys found on it. 

Smoky Hill RIVER : Manaiyo' he' , ' Bunch of Trees river ' {tsemanot 
'grove' (of trees), + oM^. So called because formerly at the stream's 
head there was a large grove of cottonwood trees, among which no 
underbrush grew. 

Arkansas river : Mutsttsbom'yohe, ' Flint Arrowpoint river ' {mufs'i- 
so'on, 'flint arrowpoint,' +ohe'). They once found there many manu- 
factured flint arrowpoints. There is no flint stone in that country. 

Cimarron river: Hotu'ao'he, 'Bull river' {hotu'a, 'bull,' +ohe'). 
The name Bull river was given to this stream by the Comanche, 
Kiowa, and Apache, and adopted by the Cheyenne. The original 
name was Noatsi'ohe' — a Sioux name and dance adopted by the 
Cheyenne — 'many pipe dance river,' referring to great pipe dances 
given there by various tribes. Up to forty years ago, it is said that the 
river was so called, and only in later times changed to Bull river. In 
telling stories the old men still refer to it by its ancient name. 

North Canadian : Honih' hiyo' he' , 'Wolf river' (Jiomh' , 'wolf,' + 

South Canadian : Mah'dm, 'Red water' {emaho, ' xtA,' + md'pi, 
' water ' ) . 

Canadian river. (Same as South Canadian.) 

Washita river: OohkoVydhe" , 'Lodge-pole river.' (See Lodge- 
pole creek, above.) Name said to have been given by the Kiowa and Co- 
manche and adopted by the Cheyenne. 

Sweetwater river (of the South) : Wtuhk'himap, ' Bitter water ' 
{wtuhk'ten, ' bitter,' -i-wa'/i). 

Red river (of the South): Mah'dm {Num.' hastoh' ) , 'Red water' 
('Southern'). 

Punished Woman's fork : Amaohktsi'yohe, ' Driven (back and forth) 
river' na'maov, 'I drive,' + ohef). Tributary of the Smoky Hill river; 
scene of battle with Dull Knife's band, in which Colonel Lewis was 
killed. The name is given from a battle between Pawnee and Cheyenne 
about 1835, when the Pawnee finally chased the Cheyenne for a long 
distance along the banks of the stream. The word conveys the idea of 
driving back and forth alternately by either party to the battle, as was so 
much the custom in intertribal fighting. 

Fountain river : E'esivufiyohe, ' Boiling river' {efesivufau, ' it 
boils,' -1- oh^). 

Milk river: SB'tyc^he, ' Little river ' (iskiV , little, + oh?). 
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Mud creek : Hekffmai'yohe, ' Miry creek ' (^keeko' ma,' rairy,' + ohe'). 
Tributary of the Arkansas below Fort Lyon, Colorado. 

Stillwater creek : Ihkko' mod' yoke, ' Greasy creek ' (^e'tkom, ' rich ' 
or ' oily,' + m^e, ' grass,' + ohe'^. Tributary of Cimarron river in north- 
eastern Oklahoma. The Northern Cheyenne call this stream Hekd'moV- 
yohe, with the same derivation, and apply the same name to Greasy 
Grass creek, a tributary of Little Bighorn river in Montana. The grass 
along this stream is said to look greasy, " as if a frying pan had been 
emptied on it. ' ' Horses get very fat on this pasturage. 

Niobrara river : Huse'ydvi'yoe, ' Sudden, or Unexpected, river, ' 
'Surprise river' (Kissi'ydwoiv, 'suddenly,' +ohe'^. It is said that the 
Cheyenne, crossing a wide flat on which there grew no timber or willows, 
were astonished when they came on the stream flowing through this 
flat. This is said to be the character of Niobrara river between the head- 
waters of Snake creek and White river to the north. Without this tra- 
ditional explanation the name of the Niobrara might perhaps be trans- 
lated 'Sandy river,' irora. hts'styo'voiv, 'sandy,' +ohe', 'river,' but the 
Cheyenne always explain this stream's name as given above. 

Yellowpaint river : fftyo'vuni'yohe, ' Yellowpaint river ' (t'hiovdn, 
'yellow paint,' + ohe'). Tributary of Purgatory river, in Colorado. 
The same name is given by the Northern Cheyenne to Muddy creek in 
Montana, a tributary of Rosebud river from the east. 

Laramie river: Hin'tnVyohe, 'Goose river' (Jffna, 'goose,' + 
ohe'). 

Heart river : Histdi'yohe, ' Heart river ' {hisists, or htsta', ' heart,' 
+ ohe') . Tributary of the Missouri, near Mandan, North Dakota. The 
Northern Cheyenne call this stream Htsta' hayo. 

Rapid creek : Holy oi' yoke, 'Rapid river' {ihai'yo, 'rapid,' + ohe'). 
A tributary of Cheyenne river which rises in the Black hills. The 
Northern Cheyenne call this strtaxa Haiy^hemap, ' swift, or rapid, water.' 

Deep fork : Hlycftoiyohe' , ' Deep river ' Qhyeatam, ' deep,' + ohe'). 
Rises about 25 miles east of Fort Reno, Okla., and flows into the North 
fork of Canadian river. By some of the Northern Cheyenne this is called 
H&u'etamiyohe, the derivation being the same. 

Medicine Lodge creek : Hohkit'yohe, ' Medicine Lodge river ' 
{hohki'ayum, 'medicine lodge,' +(7^^'). Enters Beaver river about 25 
miles west of Fort Supply, Okla. 

Medicine Lodge creek (in Kansas) : ffdhk'ii'yohe'kts, ' Little Medi- 
cine Lodge river' (as above + kis, diminutive). 

Beaverriver : Homa'tyohe, ' Beaver river ' {homa' , 'beaver,' +ohe'). 
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Beaver and Wolf creeks unite a short distance below Fort Supply, form- 
ing the North fork of Canadian river. Another Beaver river runs into 
the Republican river from the south, flowing through northern Kansas. 

Elm fork (of the North fork of Red river) : Homnffiyohe, ' Elm 
river' (Jiomin'o, 'elm,' + f;^^'). 

Chug river : HotW aaina' oM , ' Bull -falling -down river ' (hotu'a, 
' bull ; ' thy ana, ' he falls,' + ohe'^. Said to have been named from the 
fact that in 1846 a wounded bull, backing from an Indian about to shoot 
at him, fell over the bluff. 

Brazos river: U/iktd'vmsVyohe, ' Trading river ' {nauhk'td, 'I trade' 
or 'buy,' +ohe'). In ancient times the Cheyenne met the Comanche 
there for the first time. They met as friends and exchanged horses and 
clothing. 

Hackberry creek : Kff kdetmri oshe , ' Where hackberries stand thick ' 
(k&koemtn'dt, 'hackberry,' +she, from htsh'tk, 'earth,' 'ground,' a suffix 
of quantity denoting abundance of vegetation, of whatever kind ; it signi- 
fies ' covered with,' or ' standing thick together. ' Where used of streams 
where the vegetation indicated stands thick, the word ohe', ' river,' is 
omitted, and the stream's name would be, as in the present case, ' where 
the hackberries stand thick.') This stream flows into the South Canadian 
about 15 miles east of Antelope hills. 

Barnett's creek: Kondl'yohe, 'Sick man's river' {^konhais, sick 
man, + ohe') . Konhais — here used as a proper name — was buried on a 
scaffold near the mouth of this stream. He was Red Moon's brother. 

Red Willow creek : Mahkdm'eKisumybhe, ' Red Willow river ' 
{mahkom'ehis, ' red willow ' (actually a small dogwood), + ohe'). Enters 
the Republican just below Beecher's island. 

Kingfisher creek : Matsin'iyohe, ' Kingfisher river ' (matsin't, 
kingfisher,' +ohe'). A tributary of the Cimarron. This stream seems 
to be more commonly called 'Fish creek,' Noma'htyohe (^nomd'he + ohe'). 
There is a Kingfisher creek, as above, which enters the Platte not far from 
the present town of Fremont, Neb. 

Cheyenne river : Mattombnt'ohe, ' Red paint river ' (maitum' , 
'paint,' +^/%^'). The South Cheyenne river of Dakota; so called be- 
cause of the abundance of red clay near its banks. 

Willow creek: Mtn'oshe, 'Where willows stand thick' {mm' ok, 
'willow,' +j'>^^). A tributary of Medicine Lodge creek, in southern 
Kansas. 

Box Elder creek : Mtshkimai'ohe, ' Box-elder river ' {mishkima, 
' ox-elder,' + ohe'). Tributary of Cheyenne river east of the Black hills. 
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MoREAU RIVER: Mistoi'yohe, 'Owl river' {nits' tat, ' owl,' +ohe'). 
Tributary of the Missouri, having its source northeast of the Black hills. 

Eagle Chief creek : Maiyuri ikatnahk, ' Medicine Wood (river) ' 
{inaiyun' , ' my=Xtt\ov&,'' ^ ka'mahk, 'wood'). A tributary of the Cimar- 
ron from the north. 

North Fork of Red river (of Texas) : Mdhktmts'seevo, ' Big 
Sand' (mohk, 'h\g,' + htss't'yovo, 'sand'). 

Knife river: Hdvatovbni'ohe, 'Sword river' (Jiovafovon, 'sword,' 
+ oke'). A tributary of the Missouri near Ft Berthold, North Dakota. 

TuLE creek : Mdohniista'she, ' Where rushes stand thick ' {ntddhmts' - 
fas, ' rush,' + she). A tributary of Red river. 

Walnut creek : Motoshi^ , ' Where ash trees grow thick ' {motff , 
' ash,' + she). A tributary of the Arkansas. 

Apishapa : O'evutst'yohe, ' Quarreling river ' {evVhyoet, 'she scolds,' 
+ oh^). A tributary of the Arkansas between the Huerfano and the 
Purgatory in Colorado. Many years ago a village of Indians encamped 
there began to quarrel among themselves. Both men and women took 
part in the dispute. They did not fight ; merely talked at each other — 
scolded. 

Crow creek : Ohetani'ohe, ' Crow (Indian) river ' ( O'hetan, ' Crow 
man,' + ohe"). Near Cheyenne, Wyo. The Northern Cheyenne call this 
Oh'koki'ohe, 'Crow (bird) river.' 

Arikara fork of Republican river : Onbm^he, ' Ree river ' 
{O'noni, ' Arikara,' + ^^^'). On an island (Beecher's island) in this 
stream the fight took place in 1868 between Maj. G. A. Forsythe's com- 
mand of 50 scouts and the Cheyenne, in which chief Roman Nose was 
killed. 

Sand creek: Pun'oibhe, 'Dry creek' (^pun'oi, ' dry,' +i?he'). A 
tributary of the Arkansas east of Fort Lyon, Colo. Here occurred the 
Chivington massacre. 

Saline fork of Smoky Hill river : Shistotbiyohe, ' Cedar river ' 
(^sKtstotb, 'cedar tree,' +ohe'). 

Purgatory river: Hotoana'ohe, 'Difficult river' (Jiotbana, 'dif- 
ficult,' + ohe^). So named from its perpendicular banks and the cafions 
through which it runs. 

Mulberry creek: Tsi'bnttaiv'o, 'Differently timbered' (river) 
(Jst'omiaiwo, 'where different sorts of trees grow'). Tributary of the 
Arkansas from the south near Fort Dodge, Kansas. Named from the 
variety of trees which formerly grew on its banks. 

Frenchman's fork of Republican river: WVhioiyohe, 'White- 
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man's river' {wih'io, 'white man,' +ohe''). The upper Rio Grande in 
New Mexico bears the same name. 

North Fork of Republican rivkr : Wi'htuniybhe, ' Chief river ' 
(wihtu, 'chief,' +ohe'). 

Porcupine creek : Hits' kovitsiyohe, ' Porcupine river ' (hitskovits, 
' porcupine,' + oM^. A northern tributary of the Yellowstone. 

Sun river: Ishu'yohe, 'Sun river' (Ish'e, 'sun,' +ohe'). A western 
tributary of the Missouri. 

Stinking water, or Wind river : Hohkomeomap, ' Ill-smelling 
water' {hohkomi, ' bad smelling, '+ wi^/, 'water'). 

Green river: Tassoiyohe, 'Scalp river' {ma tass', 'scalp,' +ohe'). 
Many years ago the Cheyenne had a fight on this river, in which many 
were killed, and when they saw the dead lying there scalped, they called 
it River of Scalps. It has also been given me as ' Soul river ' {tassoom', 
' shadow,' + ohe'), but the first is the true derivation. 

Bitter creek : Wiuhk'lmap. (See Sweetwater River of the South, 
above. ) Tributary of the North Platte from the north. 
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